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LXV. An Account of Dr. Bianchini’j Re- 
cueil d’experiences faites a Venife fur le 
medicine ele&riquey by Mr. William 
Watfon, F. R. S. 

To the Royal Society. 

Gentlemen, 

Read March 12, A BOUT the clofe oflaft Summer, 
1752 jTvour worthy member the Abbe Nol- 
let of Paris tranfmitted, as a prefent to the Society, a 
treatife, intituled, Recueil d’experiences faites d Ve¬ 
nife J'ur la medicine eleSlrique , par quelques amateurs 
de phyfique , publie par M. J. Fortunat Bianchini , 
doSleur et profeffeur en medicine , et traduit de l'It alien 
pourfervir de correSiif d la lettre fur Peleclricite me¬ 
dic ale. This treatife, from the misfortune which we 
labour under from the prefent bad date of health of our 
excellent prefident, to whom it was fent, has not as 
yet been prefented in form to the Society; but as 
you have already much interefted yourfelves in inves¬ 
tigating the truth of the facts, which occafioned this 
publication, I take the liberty, from a copy thereof 
fent me at the fame time by my kind friend and cor- 
refpondent the Abbe Nollet, to lay before you a fhort 
account thereof. This indeed may be now thought 
lefs necefl'ary, as, fince the Abbe’s journey to Italy, 
and our want of fuccefs here in our attempts to do 
the'like, every body has confider’d what the Italians 
printed upon the tranfmiffion of odours thro’ the 
pores of glafs, and upon the Subject of medical 
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eledlricity, as too hafty a publication. Mr. Winkler 
however from Leipfic fent to the Society, long fince 
thefe publications, fome tubes and globes, which he 
laid had tranfmitted odours from eledtrifing. What 
he conjedtured the glafles would do, fell infinitely 
fhort of what he firft gave out; but even after the 
moll: careful trials, and complying with his inftruc- 
tions moil fcrupulouHy, we were difappointed in our 
expectations. I made no doubt therefore, but that 
the Society would be glad to be informed of what 
had refulted from the fame inquiries elfewhere j and 
thefe are the fubject of the treatife in queftion. 

The experiments were made by Dr, Bianchini, af- 
$lted by feveral curious and learned men, who fre¬ 
quently aflembled for that purpofe. Thefe gentle¬ 
men, llruck with what had been publilhed in rela¬ 
tion to medical electricity, and not being able to fe- 
parate what was true from among i'uch a number of 
witnefles fo directly oppofing each other, determined 
to be guided by the refult of their own experiments} 
and it was by this troublefome, though of all others 
the moll fure way, that they have learned to reject a 
great number of what had been publilhed as facts, and 
which the love of the marvellous in fome, and cre¬ 
dulity in others, had contributed to render famous 
in very diftaat countries. Having been informed 
themfelves of what was to be depended upon in thefe 
matters, they then fet about to give others the fame 
information; and this oceafioned the prefent work, 
where we find decilive experiments upon every que- 
Hion relating to the fubject. Thefe have been inge- 
qioufiy' imagined, fenfibly conducted, ranged in pro¬ 
per order, robbed of all fuperfluous reafoning, and 
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made juft in the fame manner as thofe of the academy 
del Cimento , the value of which every one prefent, I 
prefume, is not now to be apprized of. 

The truth of this publication is not to be fufpected; 
it comes from the very place, where medical elec¬ 
tricity took its rife ; and is not the production of one 
perfon, who might be fufpected too flightly to have 
admitted what might tend to favour his own opi¬ 
nions. Thefe are facts cpnfider’d in themfelves in¬ 
dependently of all application, decifions of the unani¬ 
mous voice of a nlimber of very fenfible men, and 
in the face of a great number of wkneffes, many of 
them prejudiced to the contrary, and but here forced 
to be convinced by the evidence of facts. 

The gentlemen concerned in conducting thefe ex¬ 
periments divided them into three claffes. The firft 
clafs contains a feries of experiments made with tubes 
and globes containing odoriferous or other fubftances, 
in order to obferve, when thefe were clofely Hopped, 
whether the odorous, as well as other effects of the 
fubftances included, would pervade the glafs. The 
fecond clafs includes experiments made with tubes 
and globes, which have nothing within them ; but 
the perfons electrifed hold in their hands, or fome- 
times place under their naked feet, odoriferous, 
purging, or even the moft poifonous fubftances, in 
order to obferve, whether the perfons electrifed in 
this manner would be fenfible of the effects of thefe 
fubftances. The third clafs gives us a feries of expe¬ 
riments different from the two former, in which the 
fubftances before-mention’d are mixed with the wa¬ 
ter, as in making the experiment of Leyden. From 
thefe experiments we are to difcover, whether from 
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receiving the fhocks from thefe bottles, the perfon is 
fenfible of the effects in his body of the fubftances 
contained in them. 

I fhould be carried very far, were I to be too par¬ 
ticular in my accounts of thefe experiments: I fhall- 
content myfelf therefore in mentioning to you the 
bodies employed, and the refult therefrom. 

Thefe gentlemen tried fulphur powdered, cam¬ 
phor, musk, of all known bodies the moft re¬ 
markable for its fubtilty, volatile fal armoniac, a mix¬ 
ture of turpentine and ftorax, powder of Benjamin* 
Thefe odoriferous fubftances were all feverally put to 
trial in glaftes clofely flopped, and electrifed a rea- 
fonable time. After the experiment, there appeared 
neither in the fkin of the perfons eledtrifed, nor in 
the matter they perfpired, in their beds, nor about 
their cloaths, any odours of the fubftances contained, 
fufficient to impofe upon the moft credulous perfons. 

They next tried in the fame manner, whether the 
ufual effeds of medicines would be obvious in the 
perfons eledrifed ; and for this purpofe quickfilver, 
gamhoge in .powder, and liver of antimony, were 
employed } but, contrary to what had been before 
publifhed, not the leaft of their effects were obferv- 
able. With a like event they tried opium, corrofive 
fublimate, and cantharides. 

The next feries of experiments were made by 
the perfon electrifed holding the drugs, &c. in his. 
hand. The fubjects employed here were aloes,, 
fcammony, gamboge, opium, and corrofive fubli¬ 
mate. In one of thefe experiments, a boy of ele¬ 
ven years were electrifed with his naked feet 
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Handing upon cakes of pitch. Under his feet, and 
upon the pitch, was flrewed a large quantity of pow¬ 
der’d fcammony, fo thick as to prevent his fkin from 
touching the pitch. The fcammony fluck to his feet, 
and his foies were in a manner cover’d with the pow¬ 
der of this drug. During the enfuing night and the 
next morning, the boy had four copious flools, but 
without pain or griping. 

This effect excited fome debates among the fo- 
ciety. Some were of opinion, that the purgative 
power of the drug manifefted itfelf by this new me¬ 
thod of adminifl ration: others accounted for what 
had happened, from an alteration in the temperature 
of the air, which, from hot and ferene, had become 
fuddenly cold: fome again afcribed it to the wafh- 
ing of the boy’s feet, which immediately preceded 
his electrifation ; others attributed it to the immode¬ 
rate quantity of fruit he had eaten. It was more¬ 
over infilled upon, that his being acquainted with 
what might be expected, might even fo Work upon 
his imagination as to produce this effect: but as a 
real matter of fact was the object of the debate, it 
was thought proper to make a frefh inquiry, without 
trailing to conjectures. Three days afterwards there¬ 
fore he was electrifed again with a frefh parcel of fcam¬ 
mony added to the former, and the operation continued 
for the fame time, and in the fame manner, as be¬ 
fore ; but this produced nothing. No flools follow’d 
it, as in the former experiment. But to prevent any 
doubts ariling from the above trials, they flrongly 
electrifed a healthy youth of about fifteen, with pow¬ 
der’d gamboge under his naked feet, for forty minutes. 
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During the operation he felt a great heat in his feet 
and legs, and a eonfiderable quantity of the gum* 
which the heat had foftened, ftuck to the foies of 
his feet; but this perfon felt no diftifrbance in his 
ftomaeh or bowels, and had but one ftool in the 
fubfequent four-and-twenty hours. So that, from 
all thefe fubftances applied to the {kin, no effects 
could be attributed to the eleetrifation. 

In the third clafs of experiments the phial was em¬ 
ployed, as in making the experiment of Leyden, and 
was jfirft filled with camphorated fpirit of wine. 
The (hock from this was but feeble; whence it was 
judged, that fpirit of wine was not capable of receiv¬ 
ing any eonfiderable degree of electricity *. The 
phial therefore was emptied of this liquor, and filled 
with clear water, with which was mixed half a drachm 
of flowers of Benjamin, and the mouth was clofed as 
before. In making the experiment of Leyden, the 
ftroke then was very fevere to the obferver, who 
drew the fnap by accident from the wire of the 
phial. There was no one of the company, who was 
not defirous of bringing his nofe near the electrifed 
glafs, in hopes of perceiving the fmell of the Benja¬ 
min. Some of the company flood upon the refin, and 
holding their hands either upon the iron bar or the 
phial, caufed themfelves to be electrifed twenty or 
thirty minutes; but no one could perceive the lead: 
fmell of the Benjamin, not even in the hand, that 
touched the phial. 

They 


* The author of this account has confider’d this matter in a pa¬ 
per communicated to the Royal Society feme time lince. See 
PbiL Tranfs Voir XLV. p. 109. 


[ +®S ] 

They afterwards electrifed in the fame manner a 
quart of water, in which were diffolved an ounce of 
gamboge and an ounce and half of refin of jalap. A 
youngman in perfect health grafped the glafs containing 
this mixture between his hands: when he touched 
the iron bar, he felt a violent fhock in his elbows 
and bread:, which was a certain token, that the in¬ 
cluded mixture was become highly electric. This 
operation laded twenty minutes, and yet the young 
man perceived not the lead didurbance in his do- 
mach, nor felt any thing to be attributed to the pur¬ 
gative medicine. It was then tried, whether the 
fame glafs would have any effect on perfons elec¬ 
trifed } for which purpofe two young men dood up¬ 
on the refin, where one daid thirty, and the other 
forty minutes, holding their hands upon the glafs 
all the time, whereby the electricity was conducted 
to them, and the fparks drawn from their bodies 
were very bright: but neither did thefe perceive in 
this manner any effects of the medicines. 

The lad experiment thefe gentlemen made, was 
with cantharides powder’d and mix’d with water. 
This mixture was put into a phial, and three per¬ 
fons held it in their hands fucceffively a confiderable 
time. Neither of the three perceived any difficulty 
or heat in making water: their urine was neither 
more nor lefs in quantity than ufual j and they had 
not the lead fymptom of any of thofe complaints, 
which cantharides never fail to produce, if taken in¬ 
ternally, though in very fmall quantities. 

There appears, through the whole courfe of the 
experiments contained in the work before us, a great 
deal of care and accuracy. They were made by 
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perfons fully acquainted with the manner of employ¬ 
ing their apparatus, and many of the experiments 
were feveral times repeated. 

After what has been done here at London, at Paris, 
and at Wittemberg, with the like fuccefs, thefe expe¬ 
riments, I prefume, cannot, to unprejudiced perfons, 
but be conclufive, that the miraculous accounts from 
Italy and Leipfic had no foundation in fadt; and 
that no method has yet been difcovered, whereby 
from eledtricity the powers of medicines could be 
made to infinuate themfelves into the human body. 

This conclulion however does not, nor is meant to 
operate, againft the advantages faid to be gained by 
eledtricity itfelf. So fubtil and fo elaftic a fluid ad¬ 
mitted in a large quantity into our bodies, as, from 
undoubted experience, it greatly heats the flefh, and 
quickens the pulfe, may, more efpecially when affifted 
with the expedtation of fuccefs in the patient, in par¬ 
ticular cafes be attended with very great advantages. 
I am, 

Gentlemen, 


London, March io, 
* 752 - 


Your moil obedient 

humble fervant. 


W. Watfon. 
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